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Spirituality
and Curriculum Reform:
The Need To Engage the World

J. Randall Koetting & Martha Combs

Few of uswent into education out of aburning desire to raise student test scores.
Wewentintoit out of adeep senseof what’ sgood for kidsand society, what’ sworth
knowing and thinking about, what it meansto be agood citizen and person- indeed,
what it means to lead a good life. Philosophy matters.

—David J. Ferrero, 2005

The denial of basic human rights, the destruction of the environment, the deadly
conditionsunder which people (barely) survive, thelack of ameaningful futurefor
the thousands of children | noted in my story,... [thig] isareadlity that millions of
peopleexperienceintheir bodieseveryday. Educational work that isnot connected
deeply toapowerful understanding of theserealities... isindanger of losingitssoul.
Thelives of our children demand no less.

—Michael W. Apple, 1995

Introduction

Ferrero’ s quote above captures one of the major themes of this essay, namely,
that teaching demands a deeper understanding of the purpose and meaning of
educators work, and of themselves in relation to that work. Doing philosophy
requires that educators continually inquire into their work, in search of the deeper
meanings and authenticity that have the potential to impact children and society.
Philosophy does matter. Appl€’ s quote above captures another theme of thisessay,
namely, the recognition that there are realities (a sociocultural world) outside of
education to which educators must pay attention and addressthrough their work for
the sake of children. Not understanding these realities makes educational work
lifeless, dead, and “in danger of losing its soul.” Thisisthe sociocultural reality of
teachers work. Inthisessay wewill devel opthesetwothemesby exploring critiques
of school practice and what somewritersidentify asalack of meaning and purpose
within an “externalized” curriculum, such aswhat is currently exemplified by the



82 Spirituality and Curriculum Reform

demandsof No Child L eft Behind (NCL B, 2001). Thisexplorationwill provideuswith
languageto exploreaconceptual framework for examining how wethink about and
engage the world, as found in current discussions of “spirituality.” We will then
examineideasof curriculumwriterswho haveunderstood theunderlying constructs
of “the spiritual,” although they did not engage the language of spirituality asitis
currently used. We will argue the need for connecting the search for meaning and
authenticity found in the language of “spirituality” to the search for meaning and
authenticity in the curriculum, and that this search ismost powerful, transforming,
and sustainable when connected to the sociocultural context.

Critiques of School Practice

We recognize that the sociocultural context of schooling today, asin the past,
isfraught with complex issuesfrom outsideforces, seemingly beyond thecontrol of
educators, who have responded to theseforcesin technical, instrumental waysthat
do not address the complex issues. lannone and Obenauf (1999) describe current
schoal practicesasbuilt onafragmented curri culumwhich emphasi zesmemorization,
isoriented toward textbooks, seestheteacher ascontroller, iscognitively based, and
evaluated through normative testing. Wringe (2002) adds to our understanding of
this curriculum that focuses on the external,

Education aswe currently haveit isoften presented as essentially concerned with
external s, withgradableand aboveal l observableintegrativeskills, competenciesand
dispositions, whichwill enableindividual sto becomeemployable, performativeand
generally acceptablefuturecitizens. Inthisendeavor thelifeof thespiritwould seem
to have little part to play.... (p. 169)

Anexternalized curriculumrequiresstudentsto appropriateparti cular informationthat
isthen represented back to teachersfor the purpose of measuring the effectiveness of
teaching on student learning. Thistype of curriculum does not involve studentswith
the sociocultural world, nor doesit addresswhat isgood for society. An externalized
curriculum does not engage students and teachersin the search for deeper meanings
and authenticity in their work in schools or in their lives outside of school.

A curriculumthat isconcerned with appropriating information, which werefer
toasan externalized curriculum, isnot new, but isparticularly pervasiveintoday’s
school swiththeimplementationand enforcement of NCL B. Over past decadesthere
havebeenmultiplecritiquesof externalized curricula. Freire(1970) spokeof “ banking
education” with itsview of the teacher asthe narrator and students as receptacles,
where participants become anesthetized because of the lack of dialogue and
engagement with the world through an epistemological curiosity. Rose (1989)
described curricula that “occupied” rather than engaged students and teachers.
Purpel (1989) criticized mainstream educational discourse, particularlyinitstrivial,
vulgar, andtechnical character, aswell asitsanti-intellectualism (p. x). Apple (1982,
1995) described theimpact of an externalized curriculum through the deskilling of



J. Randall Koetting & Martha Combs 83

educators as curriculum developers and their reskilling as curriculum managers.
Eisner (1979, 1985, 1994, 2002),in TheEducational |magination, providedacritique
of technical curriculum development. He proposed using an aesthetic paradigm, in
contrast to thetechnical, that would allow teachersto become educational connois-
seurs and critics, thus eval uating the expressive outcomes of the curriculum rather
than measuring them.

The examples above are certainly not an exhaustive review, but merely afew
critiquesfromthefield of curriculum studies. Thelifeof thespiritisnot valuedinan
externalized curriculum (Wringe, 2002). Our instinctstell usthereissomethingmore
meaningful that we should be doing with education and the curriculum to engage
studentswiththeworld (lannone& Obenhauf, 1999). Inresponse, writersinavariety
of publications have turned their attention to exploring the concept of spirituality,
seemingly asaway of addressing thisyearning for something more meaningful in
lifeaswell asinthecurriculum.

Current Writings on Spirituality

Understanding spirituality can not be accomplished with a simple definition.
Spirituality ispersonal, unique, andindividualistic (Wane, 2000). Recent discussions
of spirituality range from connectedness to alife force, often influenced by one's
contextual or cultural background; to feelings of wholeness, healing, or intercon-
nectedness; to making meaning of one’ slife; to an ongoing devel opment of self that
movestoward greater authenticity or amore authentic identify (Tisdell & Tolliver,
2003, p.374).

In reviewing writings on spirituality and education it isimportant to establish
at the very beginning of our discussion that spirituality does not mean organized
religiousbeliefsasfoundinpresent day political discourse. Walton (1996) contrasts
religionand spirituality:

Religion may or may not play aroleinindividual spirituality and is quite distinct
from spirituality....Religion is described as a framework for beliefs, values,
traditions, doctrine, conduct, and rituals....Whereas spirituality is a much more
encompassingterm....aspiritual individual may or may notbereligious.... Spiritual
relationships are defined as relationships to self, others, a higher power, or the
environment that bring forth a sense of inner strength, peace, harmonious
interconnectedness, and meaning to life. (p. 237)

Tisdell (2001) differentiatesspirituality andreligionwhen shedefinesreligionas”an
organized community of faith that haswritten codes of regulatory behavior” (p. 1).

Forman (2004) suggeststhat spirituality focuseson theinner rather than outer,
on the whole or holistic, on connectedness to others and the earth, on the non-
rational and the non-linear, and on the subjective rather than objective. Spirituality
seeks a connectedness that transcends various religious traditions, which have
historically placed boundaries on a sense of community. Further Forman believes
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that thereisawidespread hunger among peoplefor something which movesbeyond
structuresthat havebeen characteristically divisive. Similar toForman, Palmer (2003)
relates spirituality to the eternal human yearning to be connected with something
larger than one’ sego. Palmer (2000) al so believesthat spirituality becomesanatural
vehiclefor overcomingtheinherent fragmentati on betweenindividual s, groups, and
institutions.

Tisdell (2003) states” Spirituality isfundamentally about how wemakemeaning
inour lives, particularly as related to our over-all life purpose.” (p. 31). She further
contendsthisnotionof meaning-makingis* awayspresentinthel earning environment
(adthoughitisoften unacknowledged)” (p.29). Like Tisdell, Canda(1988) believes

...the gestalt of the total process of human life and development...the central
dynamic of spirituality isthe person’s search for a sense of meaning and purpose,
which arises from an innate impulse and need to so do...fulfillment of the
individual’ s spiritual potential is dependent upon caring and mutually beneficial
relationships with other people and the nonhuman world. (p. 42)

lannone and Obenauf (1999) relate meaning making to philosophy when they
suggest “ spirituality isrelatedto asearchfor adeeper philosophical meaning of life”
(p. 737). Yet that search cannot be an intellectual exercise, but rather an active
engagment and experiencing of the spiritual.

Spirituality isalso described as a search for amore authentic identity, the core
self, onethat isnot defined by others(Tisdell, 2003). For Tisdell, spiritual develop-
ment “ constitutes moving toward greater authenticity or to a more authentic self.”
(p. 29). Tisdell and Toalliver (2003) suggest that

...part of the spiritual journey is moving toward knowing and operating from this
“coreself” or moreauthenticidentify, recognizing that given that we are shaped by
systems of race, class, and gender; our genetics; our various psychological and
biological needsand desires; and others’ expectationsof us, itisimpossibletoknow
this “authentic self” with absolute certainty. (p. 375)

Here authenticity means having a sense that one is operating more from a sense of
self that is defined by one’s own self as opposed to being defined by other’s
expectations. However, one never arrives at that authentic self. The paradox of
spirituality appearsto liein the moving toward one' s more authentic identity at the
sametime one beginsto question the notion of authenticity (Palmer, 1980). Spiritu-
ality also leads to an awareness of one’s own incompleteness (Freire, 1998). The
search for amore authentic self isalwaysawork in progress.

Spirituality and education are rel ated through discussions of transformational
experiences. Vella(2000) discussesthe notion of aspirited epistemology, aview of
transformative educational momentsthat draw on spirituality. A spirited epistemol -
ogy isoneinwhicheducational eventsprovidemovement toward ametanoia, aGreek
word meaning achange of mind. If individuals undergo ametanoiathey moveto a
less alienated state and adeeper awareness of themselves and othersin which they
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areinvited further intotheir ownauthenticity. Spiritual transformationsor metanoia
become emancipatory when pluralism and manifestations of spirit within different
cultures, traditions, andreligionsareval ued (L erner, 2000). Emancipatory spirituality,
for Lerner, includesanemphasisonworkingfor social justiceandthetransformation
of theworld.

In this section we have presented notions of spirituality that represent the
diversity of current viewsranging fromindividual and uniquetosocially emancipatory.
Inexamining thediffering positions, westrongly acknowledgetheneedfor individu-
alstoturninward in the search for meaning and a more authentic self. We want to
argue, however, that theinward searchisnot enough. If thisspiritual searchisatrue
metanoia, it should change our way of being in theworld, our way of engaging the
world.

Spirituality and the Curriculum

The search for meaning/purpose and authenticity is certainly atimely subject
within social, political, and educational discourse today, but it is not new for
curriculum scholars. There is literature within the area of curriculum studies that
concernsitself withlarger philosophical questions, whichwe seeasclosely related
tothesearch for meaning/purposeand authenticity. I nthissectionwefocusonafew
examples of how questionsthat are spiritual in nature have been represented in the
work of curriculum scholars.

The 1960s and 1970s produced a broad and dramatic (re)examination of the
notion of curriculum and curriculum theory. The scholars involved in this (re)
examination of what constituted curriculumwork/curriculumtheory becameknown,
rightly or wrongly, as the reconceptualists (see Pinar, 1975). These writers posed
philosophical and political questions about the nature of the curriculum itself and
they moved away fromthetechnical andinstrumental languageof thecurriculum (the
externalized curriculum) to a more existential, phenomenological, and social lan-
guage. It iswith thisshift that we connect ideas of curriculum writersto the current
use of language in discussions of spirituality.

Two major areas of schooling about which curriculum scholars wrote exten-
sively centered onthequestions* What are schoolsfor?” (aphilosophical question),
and “What should we teach?’ (also a philosophical question, as well as a central
question of curriculum). Thisphilosophical questioning sought to arriveat adeeper
sense of the purpose of schooling and the very nature of the curriculum. These
questions were concerned with how the school represents curriculum (an embodi-
ment of the world) and how the curriculum defined for students the nature of the
world. Certainly thesequestionswere, and still are, problematic. By problematic, we
mean that these questions are continually open to discussion and debate.

WhenKliebard (1975) identified what he considered to be the central question
of the curriculum (“What should we teach?’), he argued the value of asking this
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question did not lie in providing a straight forward answer, but rather in further
questions and issues raised by the question (the problematic). Kliebard identified
four questions/issues raised by the central question which are philosophical in
nature: “Why should we teach this rather than that?, Who should have access to
what knowledge?, What rulesshoul d govern theteaching of what hasbeen sel ected?
and, How shouldthevariouspartsof thecurriculumbeinter-relatedinorder to create
acoherentwhole?’ Kliebard’ squestioning providesagood exampleof how complex
schooling redly is. In contrast to the reconceptualists, many education writers,
consultants, professors, textbook publishers, etc., however, did provide straight
forward responsesto the question “ What should weteach?” In doing so, webelieve
they oversimplified the complexity of schooling, reducing discussionsof schooling
to very technical, pseudo-scientific responses to curriculum development (an
externalized curriculum), responses devoid of the spiritual.

Theessay entitled“ Poetry and Power: ThePoliticsof Curricular Development,”
presented at ameeting of the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Devel op-
ment (ASCD) by Dwayne Huebner (1975) isan excellent exampl eof thecriticismof
the technical, instrumental curriculum (externalized) and the disconnect between
teachers' personal work and thelarger sociocultural context. Inthe essay, Huebner
startswith the questions* Fellow educators- arewe not lost? Do we know wherewe
are, remember wherewehavebeen, or foreseewherewearegoing?’ Atthetime, he
argued that educators had lost touch with their educational history, their history of
talking about “ education for individual s’ and they were jumping on the* bandwag-
ons’ of change, and these changes|eft them separated from themsel ves becausethe
bandwagons were not their beliefs about schooling. He asked

Why do we not comport ourselves in such amanner that our center- our sense of
who we are and what we are about- can be restored and reformed?... Why do we
not pause to feel the painful tensions and pullsin us, which are reflections of the
tensionsand pullsof our society?Why dowenot noticemorecareful ly thedirection
of technical changes, social changes, and political changes? (p.130)

This sense of “being lost” and out of touch with their educational past suggested
alack of understanding of purpose. Without thissense of purpose, without the sense
of who they were and what they were about, they became disconnected from their
inner beliefsand practices. They werealienated from themsel vesbecausethey were
implementing someone else’s view of schooling, and they did not recognize the
societal issues around them. The void was filled by practices dictated by others.
Huebner (1975) continued, “ Itisfar easier or safer to proclaim theindividual andto
then fit ourselvesinto a prepared slot: buy someone else’s package of objectives,
materials, and bets; or put on someoneelse’ salternative school. Thenif wefail, itis
someone else’ sfault, not ours” (p 131).

Insuggestingthat educatorswerelost, Huebner (1975) meant that educatorshad
let the schools become the center of their life. Y et the schools were not theirs, but
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rather someone else's ingtitution. He reminded educators that education was a
political activity and that the school swereoneway to organize power andinfluence.
Hebelievedthat educatorsneeded torecognizethat thestruggletoremaketheschool
wasastruggletomaketheworldamorejust place. “ If theschool isavehicleof palitical
activity, then our lack of clarity, our lack of vision about the school isafunction of
our lack of clarity andvision of our publicworld—abreakdowninour talk, our poetry,
about the world we make” (p. 131). We believe Huebner correctly identified what
happenswhen educatorsare unabl eto connect their work with thelarger society. In
making school sthecenter of their life, thelanguagethey used totalk about schooling
had only to do with school issues, and was unrelated to the broader sociocultural
and political reality. In other words, they were unable to connect their personal and
professional life to any context other than the school.

Theresult of “beinglost” showsthedivide between theworld of schooling and
the public sphere. Huebner (1975) isworth quoting at length:

Wedo not talk about amorejust public world; wetal k about school, wethink about
school, and we see the world through the windows and doors of the school. The
school has become our place. We have become school people, our language of
learning, discipline, motivation, stimulus, individualization, isschool language. Our
imagesfor generating new educational possibilitiesare school images. Sowe seek
morediversified and smaller packagesof instructional materials, not greater public
access to information without federal control, or better development of cable
televisionfor neighborhood use. We seek open classrooms, not open societies. We
seek alternative schools, not alternativeworlds. And because we are school people
our public statements affirm the school, defend the present public school, and hide
social injustice. Our propagandaof individualismisliberal cant that hidesthebasic
conservatism of school people and permits those who control our public world to
continueto control it. Our public statementsarenot socially or personally liberating.
They do not excite usto imagine morejust public worlds. They do not harnessthe
power of people in the political struggle to reform our present inequitable
institutions. They do not enablemen or womentorecognizeand grasptheir political
right to share in the maintenance and reforming of our public world. (p. 131)

In this quote Huebner suggested that when we have only school language, we do
not have languagethat allows usto engage our work within the larger sociocultural
context. Not having alanguageto engage theworld keepsusfrom asking the deeper
questions, exploring our lives as educators beyond the surface.

Huebner (1975) captured the technocratic side of education—an education
devoid of the spiritual. Hisessay could have been written today when there appears
to be a disconnect between the inner self of the teacher and the outer self, the
teacher’ ssituatedness within the social and political context. Immersed only inthe
language of schooling, teachersareunabletoread” thetimes. Or, perhaps, they can
read thetimes, but feel powerless(inthe senseof not knowing what todo) intheface
of the overwhelming social and political conditionsinwhich they find themselves.

Huebner’ sideaswere not couched inthelanguage of spirituality; however, the
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splits and fractures he identified, the disconnect between the practice and the lived
experience of teachers' work, suggests a socia orientation identified in current
discussions of spirituality. The persona (theinner) and the socia (the outer) arethe
sitesof strugglehere, that is, whenwhat wearebei ng asked to do comesin conflictwith
our personal beliefs. How do educators resolve such conflicts, especially when they
arefederally imposed? Huebner called for educators to understand the sociocultural
context of theirwork and provided alanguagefor what they experienced. Thelanguage
used wasthelanguage of critique, alanguage that asked for reflection on the context
in which educators found themselves. The language was aso the language of
philosophy, an inquiry into what was real, what was known, and what was of value.

Another essay that continues an analysis of schooling and the language of
curriculumisentitled |sTherea CurriculumVoiceto Reclaim? by Michael W. Apple
(1990). Applebegan hisessay withaquotefrom Herbert Spencer, who asked “ What
knowledgeisof most worth?” (aphilosophical question). Hesuggested abetter way
to framethe question was* Whose knowledgeis of most worth?” Thisimmediately
situated the question within an arenaof power (the sociocultural context). Heraised
questions about the prevailing concerns over schooling at that time—e.g., “panic
over falling standards, rising illiteracy rates, fear of violence in the schools, the
perceived destruction of family and religious values’ (p. 342). He argued these
concernsopenedtheway for “ culturally and economically dominant groupsto move
arguments about education into their own arena by emphasizing standardization,
productivity, andaromanticized past whenall childrensat still withtheir handsfol ded
and|earned acommon curriculum” (p. 343).

Apple(1990) asked thereader to examinethehistory of thecurriculumfield. The
result would suggest there was no “golden age” for curriculum scholars, that
curriculum scholars had little impact on the debates regarding the nature or content
of thecurriculum. Hestated“ itisaflight fromacknowledgingwherepower oftenlies
and an even more dangerous flight from seeing the real depth of the problem.” The
real depth of the problem was the obj ective conditions that surrounded the lives of
educators. Education was becoming increasingly politicized and subject to legisla-
tive control at the local, state and federal level:

Test-driven curricula, hyper-rationalized and bureaucratized school experiences
and planning models, atomized and reductive curricula-all of these are redlities.
There has been a de-skilling of teachers and curriculum workers, a separation of
conceptionfromexecutionasplanningisremoved fromthelocal level,andasevere
intensification of educators work asmore and more hasto bedoneinlessand less
time. Power over curriculaisbeing centralized and taken out of the hands of front-
line educators, and this process is occurring at a much faster rate than are the
experiments with school -based governance models. (p.347)

Apple argued we shouldn’t be surprised by this process, that the loss of power and
control intheworkplaceaswell asindaily lifewasquiteprevalent. Appleargued that
thereal issuewasnot what was happening, but why it had taken curriculum scholars
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so long to realize the connection between education and conflictsthat were social,
economic, political, andideol ogical innature. Problemswithin school scould not be
solved by looking only within schools.

Apple(1990) concluded hisessay by offering ahopeful position for educators.
Like Huebner, yet more forcefully, he urged educatorsto take action.

Only by forming coalitionsto restore ademocratic vision in education will we be
able to restore the voice of curriculum scholars to the public debates over whose
knowledge should be taught. If we continue to stand above the fray, perhaps we
don’tdeservetohaveour voicerestored. ... Theright hasdoneagood job of showing
that decisionsabout thecurriculum, about whoseknowledgeistobemade* officia ,”
areinherently matters of political and cultural power. And unlesswelearnto live
inthereal world and to find a collective voice that speaksfor thelong progressive
educational tradition that livesin so many of us, theknowledgetaught our children
will reflect the fact that power is not shared equally. The sidelines may be
comfortable placesto sit. But sitting there will give uslittleinfluence onthelives
of real children and teachers. (pp. 347-348)

Thevoicesof curriculum scholarssuch asKliebard, Huebner, and Apple serve
as examples of the link we see between current discussions of spirituality and past
discussionsof the curriculum. Movementsin both spirituality and curriculumfocus
onthesearchfor meaning, purpose, and authenticity. Educators, asindividual s, have
taken positionsthat reflect that inward search; but collectively, educators have not
turned outwardtore-engagetheworldfor thesakeof children. Instead, their outward
stance has been directed at the schools. Both Huebner and Apple argue eloquently
that engaging the schools is not enough.

Concluding Thoughts

The current movement in spirituality is extending into both K-12 and higher
education. Thereisdiscussionat bothlevel sof theneedfor thespiritual (notreligion)
to be a recognized part of the curriculum, to enable individuals to find personal
meaning inthecurriculum. Isthisinterest in the spiritual an attempt by educatorsto
fill the void created by an externalized curriculum? If educators embrace the
spirituality movement as a solution to feel better about the current situation in
schools they will once again be misguided. A move to embrace spirituality as a
solution to educational problems may be nothing more than “a bandwagon”
(Huebner, 1975). We believe that the void created by the externalized curriculum
representsthevoidinindividual livesoutside of school. Embracing spirituality will
not solve that problem.

Inthisessay we have explored two themes—first, theimportance of educators
having a deep understanding of the purpose and meaning of their work, and of
themselvesinrelation to that work, and second, the need for educatorsto recognize
and address the realities outside of education through their work for the sake of
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children. Both of these themes are represented in the current discussions of
spirituality, aswell aspast discussionsof curriculum. Thenotion of spirituality and
deeper philosophical thinking/understanding about the curriculum strikes a cord
with us. All education is based on ontology, epistemology, and axiology. What
makes schools distinctive, however, is philosophy,

...thebeliefsand valuesthat create our sense of what makeslifeworth living, and
therefore what is worth teaching and how we should teach it. In our drive to be
“research-based,” we tend to forget that between the science of learning and the
practice of teaching lie important value judgments that color our reading of the
research and theimplicationsfor practicewederivefromit. Theseval uejudgments
reflect deeply held philosophical worldviews. (Ferrero, 2005, p.8)

Current discussions of spirituality and yearnings for meaning in life are part of an
ongoingsearch by educatorsfor acurriculumthat matters. However, asHuebner and
Apple make very clear, educators are misguided in that search. It isimportant for
educatorsto turn inward in a search for meaning and a more authentic self, but an
inward search isnot enough. Educators must, then, turn outward and re-engage the
world on behalf of children. A focus on schoolsis not enough. Schools are not the
isolated problem, but rather, arereflectionsof theworld. Until soci ety valuesjustice
and integrity for all citizens, society will continue to shape schools, and the
curriculum, in meaningless ways, ways that leave educators and their students
spiritually (and philosophically) malnourished.
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